
 
  
January 13, 2014 
 
Marlene H. Dortch, Commission Secretary 
Federal Communications Commission  
Office of the Secretary  
445 12th Street, SW  
Room TW-B204  
Washington, DC 20554 
 
Re: In the Matter of Rates for Interstate Inmate Calling Services, WC Docket No. 

12-375, Further Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, “Inmate Calling Services for 
the Deaf and Hard of Hearing” 

 
Dear Commissioners: 
 
Helping Educate to Advance the Rights of the Deaf (“HEARD”)1 hereby submits reply 
comments responding to the Commission’s request for information about rates for and 
access to Inmate Calling Service (“ICS”) for deaf and disabled prisoners.2  

 
In addition to supplying the Commission with Purple Communications, Inc.’s White 
Paper on Video and Text Relay Services for Deaf Inmates in Prisons and Jails which HEARD 
referenced in its December 20, 2014, comment; HEARD submits the comments of yet 
more prisoners from across the nation.3  The Commission should note the following 
themes in these and previously submitted letters:  
 

• Deaf and hard of hearing individuals are prime targets for abuse 
(especially at “lights out”), and often need access to attorneys and 

1  HEARD is an all-volunteer nonprofit organization that advocates on behalf of deaf and deaf-
blind defendants and prisoners across the nation. HEARD created and maintains the only national 
database of deaf and deaf-blind prisoners.  See HEARD’s Public Comments in WC Docket No. 12-375 for 
more information: HEARD Public Comments Re Rates for and Access to Interstate Calling Services for 
Prisoners with Disabilities, March 25, 2013; HEARD Deaf Prisoner Comments on Rates for and Access to 
Interstate Calling Services for Prisoners with Disabilities, March 25, 2013; HEARD Public Comments on 
the Commission’s Further Notice of Proposed Rulemaking Re Inmate Calling Services for Prisoners with 
Disabilities, December 20, 2014; HEARD Community Sign-On Letter on the Commission’s Further Notice 
of Proposed Rulemaking Re Inmate Calling Services for Prisoners with Disabilities, December 20, 2014. 
2  In the Matter of Rates for Interstate Calling Services, WC Docket No. 12-375, Further Notice of 
Proposed Rulemaking.  
3  HEARD submitted comments from 19 prisoners representing 18 different facilities on March 25, 
2013, and provided quotes from more than thirty as an attachment to HEARD’s comment, also filed on 
March 25, 2013. 
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advocates for legal services and support, and to help facilitate 
communication with correctional officers and staff who largely have no 
ability to communicate with prisoners who use sign. 
 

• Deaf prisoners who have been sexually assaulted cannot dial the toll-free 
Rape hotlines that hearing prisoners can access 24 hours per day. 
 

• Deaf prisoners who have been physically assaulted or abused in other 
ways cannot dial the toll-free prison abuse hotlines that hearing prisoners 
can access 24 hours per day. 
 

• Deaf and hearing prisoners with deaf family members almost never can 
contact their family because, on the whole, the Deaf Community has long-
since abandoned TTY technology for more accessible telecommunication 
that allows for effective communication in our native sign languages.4   

 
• Deaf prisoners with hearing family members almost never can contact 

their family members because many of them only speak sign language; or 
because of blocked relay numbers and the unavailability or inaccessibility 
of TTY equipment or relay services. 

 
• Deaf prisoners with Spanish-speaking family members can almost never 

contact their family because Spanish relay numbers or blocked or because 
their family knows sign language or limited, but does not speak English. 

 
• Deaf prisoners who do have access to working TTY equipment have very 

limited access to use of the same. One prisoner writes: 
 

The only machine available to me is in the CO III office in my 
building.  But the problem is that I can only use it Monday 
through Friday from 9am to 10am or from 2pm to 3pm.  Also I am 
only allowed to use it once every 7 days.  This makes it almost 
impossible because I also have a job in here.  This is very 
troublesome and only affects me because every other prisoners can 
use the phones on the yard from 8am-10pm, form 12pm-3pm, and 
from 6pm to 7:30pm Monday through Sunday . . . I would like to 
be able to speak to my loved ones and receive the same treatment 
and privileges as other inmates. 

 
• Deaf prisoners rely on family, advocates and attorneys more so than 

hearing prisoners because deaf prisoners generally have no access to TTY 
equipment, interpreters, flash lights, visual signals related to important 

4  We remind the Commission that pursuant to the Commission’s own regulations related to 
“double billing,” TTYs and videophones are not compatible. 
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information at their facilities, access to medical or mental health services, 
access to mandatory classes, etc. 

 
I end on a positive note, however.  The Wisconsin Department of Corrections recently 
installed videophones in one facility that houses deaf and hard of hearing men, and our 
final attachment is from men housed at that facility.  The author and the prisoner-
signatories of this letter write to advocate for prisoners at other facilities to receive the 
same access to communication that they now have as a result of the February 2013 
installation of a videophone at their facility. Note the change in tone from the previous 
letters.  In part, the author states, “Since all deaf inmates in this institution used V.P. is 
better than TTY, and more comfortable to communication better now, than hard to 
express while on TTY!”  He goes on to explain how the videophone is set up and the 
process for using the videophone at his facility in hopes of informing other departments 
of corrections on how they might be able to establish a similar system. 
 
Again, HEARD is honored to deliver these comments from a population that, for 
decades, has gone unheard, abused and disregarded in our nation’s prisons.  We trust 
that these letters will guide the Commission as it ensures that all prisoners have 
accessible and affordable contact with loved ones, advocates, and attorneys. 
 
Respectfully Submitted, 
 
/s/ 
 
Talila A. Lewis, Founder & President  
 
 
 
 
 

























 

 

 
 
SUBJECT:  White paper on Video and Text Relay Services for Deaf Inmates in Prisons and Jails 
 
Purple Communications, Inc., based in Rocklin, California has provided Video Relay Services for 
the Virginia Department of Corrections (VDOC) Powhatan Correctional Center for several years. 
VDOC houses twelve deaf and hard of hearing inmates.  Purple encourages other prisons and 
jails across the country to make their telecommunication system accessible for deaf and hard of 
hearing inmates, using the VDOC model. 
 
Telephones in VDOC Prison: 
 
Prisons and jails generally have a policy to record all conversations using a prison telephone to 
ensure their inmates do not make or receive any threats with anyone outside the prison. They 
utilize a recording bridge to record all conversations. 
 

 A VDOC bridge to a voice recording server offers a 6-months storage capability.   
 Any situations involving a voice telephone conversation are then recorded and available 

for immediate use by the VDOC (threats will extend inmate’s time, etc.) 
 Every inmate pays for using the prison telephone service, often handled by a third-party 

telephone company. 
 
Deaf inmates who depend on sign language to make or receive calls or hard of hearing inmates 
who depend on text to make or receive calls- could not use the prison telephone system 
because it is voice-based. 
 
Videos in VDOC Prison:  
Videos first gained use in prisons as judges and doctors much prefer to use video conferencing 
to talk to or interview the inmates than to actually go to the prisons to conduct legal and 
medical activities in person.  Safety is the primary concern of judges and doctors use of video 
communication. 
 

 Prisons and jails across the country already have video equipment and service contracts 
in place to make video access possible; a likelihood of at least 80 percent. 

 Videos make face to face interaction possible remotely. 
 All judges and doctors video conversations are copied as well as telephone calls. 
 A VDOC bridge to a video conferencing/bridge  provider makes video conversations 

possible to copy with a video server with 6 months minimum storage capability 
 
Hybrid Video and Text Relay Services in VDOC Prisons: 
 
VDOC in response to a lawsuit by the deaf inmates- created a hybrid Video Relay Services where 
free FCC-provided Purple Video Relay Services are provided to deaf and hard of hearing inmates 
through: 

 Purple VRS calls are recorded through VDOC video phones, teleconference bridges, and 
recording servers (and back up servers) purchased via a state contract with BT 
Conferencing (www.btconferencing.com). 



 

 

 
 Same teleconferencing service/contract as the judges and doctors and connected: 

o At Powhatan:  2 Polycom VSX3000 videophone units (videophone with voice) in 
a well-lighted secured room, with a desk and a chair. 

o At prison HQ: Bridge- Polycom RMX 4000, Gatekeeper –CMA 4000, recording 
server-RSS 4000, and back up recordings servers-two codian recording servers. 

o The secured bridge dials both the designated location at Powhatan 
(videophones/IP conenction) and the Purple’s IP address, and records the 
conference via Polycom RSS.  This conference is named PVRS1, PVRS2, etc. 

o Similar setup is available for billable “emergency interpretation calls” (VRI) 
utilizing a directory entry on the videophones, allowing for emergency 
interpretation. 

Prison caseworker pre-arrange all calls with deaf inmates on a monthly calendar and 
telephone numbers they are calling on the 20th of the month before the month they will 
be calling.  This will help manage the telephone connections and privilege.  The twelve 
inmates sign up for scheduled times during the day, and take turns on the videophones.  

 
Recording a Video or Text Relay conversation in VDOC prison: 
 

 Purple policy stresses that interpreters are prohibited from disclosing the content of any 
relayed conversation regardless of content, except as authorized by Section 705 of the 
Communications Act.  Per FCC requirements, no Purple interpreter may record or keep 
the contents of communications handled.  

 Purple VRS does not record or keep a copy of the actual VRS conversation as required by 
the Federal Communication Commission.   

 Purple VRS gets reimbursed by the FCC for providing the free video or text relay services 
to deaf Americans.   

 Since VDOC records all calls by every inmate for security purposes, VDOC can record any 
voice, text, or video calls.  A video call can be a video phone to video phone call or to a 
hearing person through Purple VRS. 

 Recording of video/VRS calls are kept for 6 months under VDOC’s current recording 
servers.  Recordings are only reviewed when requested by the facility.  The specific date 
and time are retrieved and sent to the investigator onsite.  
 

Technical possibilities allow for video communication use by deaf inmates:  
 

 Simple, sleek design of VSX3000 videophone units is “minimal physical use” unit.  Turn 
on, you see videophone.  Turn off, you don’t see videophone.  Videophones use push-
buttons where they are of little security issue at Powhatan. 

 Scheduled calls allow VDOC to manage Powhatan’s ability to provide videophones to a 
group of deaf inmates. 

 Recorded calls allow for prisons control of all calls, and it also allows for deaf inmates to 
be able to use video/video relay calls and be recorded as well. 

 External video, data, voice conferencing services and recording servers are possible 
options to support prison communication infrastructure, if it can’t offer internal options. 
 

Contact: paul.singleton@purple.us, 240-252-6759. 


